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NOTES & QUERIES 81 


On Abrahams’ Besom 


Roger Abrahams’ sweep [JAF, 82 (1969), 268-270} through the folklore definition 
contained in my textbook The Study of American Folklore: An Introduction must have 
been made with an old broom, for untidy areas of misstatement and faulty inference 
remain. I must re-enter the definitions game like an umpire with a new whisk broom 
to tidy up homeplate again. First, the definition Abrahams quotes from my book un- 
fortunately lost a comma and four words on the way: after “versions” add “.. ., whether 
in oral form. . . .” Also, qualifiers like “generally,” “fairly,” and “usually” belong 
to the context in which the definition is formulated as a means to “delimit rather broadly 
the scholarly area that folklorists have staked out” (p. 6). 

I do not rule out conversations from folklore, as Abrahams says, but “entire con- 
versations” (p. 5). Nor is “fixity of form’ lacking in my definition “except by impli- 
cation,” because my use of the word “tradition’’ specifically includes being “passed on 
repeatedly in a relatively fixed or standard form’ (p. 4). (Thus, I do have, as Abra- 
hams suggests, ‘‘a criterion of nonspontaneity to define what lore is.) My reference 
to “legal processes’ (badly stated) meant only the actual proceedings of a specific 
case as recorded by the court stenographers. I allowed for the folklore content in these 
two nonfolk examples in the following statement: ‘There may be traditional folk 
stories or proverbs passed on either in conversations or in courtroom arguments and 
testimony” (p. 5). The two kinds of folklore named here were only examples, and 
I agree with Abrahams that the whole matter of traditional strategies, gestures, customs, 
rituals, and the like in any human interaction should be closely investigated by folklorists. 

The phrase “traditional process,” which Abrahams places in quotation marks as what 
I claim to be focusing on in my definition, does not appear in my chapter at all. And I 
am not quite doing, as he puts it, “the same thing as Dundes—defining folklore in 
terms of the items and classes of items with which folklorists have concerned themselves 
in the past.” At least I do not do it in the same way that Dundes does. My modest attempt 
at a formal definition goes beyond the random list of types. First I classify my list, per- 
haps imperfectly, and then I suggest that ‘we can extract from these materials some com- 
mon qualities that will provide us with a good general definition of the subject” ( p.3)- 
In other words, I tried to give the beginning student some idea of what features 
American folklorists generally associate with the materials they have studied. In my 
book this is where the beginner starts, although certainly folkloristics doesn’t end there. 
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